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Foreword 

Thiru. T. Balakrishnan Nayar Memorial Endowment was instituted by Tmt. Maitreyi Ramadurai 
Rs. 1000/- was deposited for the institution of the Endowment under the G.O.Ms.No. 19 Tamil 
Development and Culture (SI) Department dt. 17.01.1985 to conduct the Endowment Lecture in the 
subjects Archaeology, Numusmatics, Anthroplogy or Museology. So for, thirteen Lectures were 
conducted. 


Thiru. T. Blakrishnan Nayar popularly known as prof. T.B. Nayar was a part time Numusmatics 
curator in the Government Museum; Chennai. He was a former professor of History in the Presidency 
College, Chennai. 


His work “Dowlaishwaran Hoard of Eastern Chalukyan and Chola coins” was published as a 
bulletin of Madras Government Museum as early as 1966, Several distinguished scholars delivered the 
prof T. Balakrishnan Nayar Memorial Endowment Lecture from 1985. 


This lecture deals with floral and Faunal Representations in Rock Paintings of Tamil Nadu. The 
depicting of Floral remains in the rock art is less in number. But the animal representation found on these 
rock shelters are beautifully painted in full form. The general survey of the existence of the flora and 
faunal remains in Tamil Nadu helps us to study the anirnals in the ancient rock art. The painting of 
human being are shown singly or in group. Dancing, Fighting and hunting scenes were often drawn. 
The study of flora and fauna from the rock art leads to assess the environment condition of Tamil Nadu in 
the Pre-historic period. 

Dr.Vasanthi was the Former Deputy Superintending of Archaeologist, Department of 
Archaeology, Government of Tamil Nadu. She had authored several books and took part in several 
Excavations in Tamil Nadu. Her lecture “ Flora and Faunal representations in Rock Art of Tamil Nadu” 
delivered as an Endowment lecture under profT.Balakrishnan Nayar Memorial Endowment lecture on 
09.11.2016 is brought out as a bulletin of the Department of Museum, Chennai. 


I hope that it will be useful lecture in understanding our past ancient rock art to the 
students, scholars and general public who have keen interest in this field. I appreciate the speaker for 
having given the scripts of the lecture in time and also for delivering an interesting and informatics 
lecture. 


Date: 09.11.2016 






FLORAL AND FAUNAL REPRESENTATIONS 
IN ROCK PAINTINGS OF TAMIL NADU 


Dr.S.Vasanthi, 
Deputy Superintending Archaeologist(retd) 
Tamil Nadu State Department of Archaeology, 

Chennai. 

sreevasanthi@gmail.com 

INTRODUCTION: 

I am pleased to deliver the prestigious Prof. T.Balakrishna Nair Endowment 
Lecture on 9.11.2016 at Madras Museum. 1 am thankful to Dr.D.Jagannathan, IAS., 
Director of Museums for honouring me by giving this opportunity. 

'”j 

The existence of man from the early times before the advancement of writing was 
known from, the artefacts used by him. They were nomadic people and hunter gathers 
used the natural caverns and rock shelters as their temporary dwellings. These rock 
shelters have been located in the places where plenty of water and thick forest area was 
available. They were used by them as canvas for their artistic works universally known as 
rock art. There are number of rock art sites located in Tamil Nadu. It is interesting and 
noteworthy to study the of floral and faunal remains noticed in the r.ock art. They can 
focus the environmental condition of the period when they were painted. 

The depiction of floral remains in the rock art is less in number. The animal 
representation found on these rock shelters are beautifully painted in outline or in full 
form. They display the dynamic moves of these beasts. Most frequently occurred animals 
in the rock walls are deer followed by buffafos, horse, wild boar, cow and fish etc.. In 
comparison to the human representation of the paints, animal paintings are large, 
beautiful and proportionate. The purpose for the creation of animal forms in rock art may 
be attributed to the depiction of game, some ritualistic purpose and also a means of 
communication. 

Physical Geography, Geology: 

The Geographical and Geological features of a region play a vital role in social 
and cultural activities of that region. Tamil Nadu (Lat.8 ° N to 14 ** N Long. 76® E to 80® 

E), consist of uplands and South Sahyadri region (Western Ghats) and Eastern Coastal 
Plains. 
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The Tamil Nadu uplands and south Sahyadri region (Western Ghats) comprise 
Dharmapuri, Salem, Coimbatore and the Vellore and Thiruvanmalai districts and western 
parts of Madurai and Tirunelveli districts. The northwestern part of Tamil Nadu is 
considered to be the continuation of Mysore plateau and falls into two distinct terraces 
namely Palghat and Baramahal. The Palghat terrace is over 930 m in height above sea 
level and comprises Hosur taluk, a hilly tract in the district of Dharmapuri. Baramahal is 
characterized by hills and hillocks in the Krishnagiri, Dharmapuri districts. The region 
north east of Tamil Nadu hills is studded with the outlines of the Eastern Ghats. Notable 
among them are Sholinghur, Vellore, Vaniambadi, Odugattur; Tiruvannamalai and 
Gingee hills. The Nilgiris lies west of the Coimbatore uplands and on the Anaimalai Hill 
range where the Western Ghats reaches their maximum height of 2740 m, in Anaimudi 
peak. The Coastal plain includes the districts of Kanchipuram, a small part of Cudalore, 
most of Villupuram, Madurai, Ramanathapuram and Tirunelveli area. 

Tamil Nadu is served by a net work of river systems. Among the rivers, the Palar, 
the Kaveri the Pennaiyar, the Vaigai and the Tamaraparani are the important ones. 
Geology: 

A major part of Tamil Nadu consists of an assemblage of crystalline rocks of 
Archaean metamorphic complex. The Archaean rocks were formed during the veryfearly 
period when there was no life on the earth. They are mostly of igneous origin comprising 
metamorphosed granite and basaltic rocks together with a subordinate amount of 
sediments. They mostly consist of Achaean gneisses, schists and chamockites. 

There are marine Cretaceous deposits near the/coast at Ariyalur, Tiruchirrapalli and 
Uttatur. These lie on a platform of granitic gneisses and chamockite and are fringed along 
the western margin by thin strip of rocks of Upper Gondwana age. The other notable 
geological formation found in the state is Cuddalore sandstone series belong to Tertiary 
beds, which bear plant fossils. One of the important Wood fossil (long trunk) of a 
coniferous forest of this age is found exposed near Thiruvakkarai. Parts of the Tertiary 
beds are covered by laterite. Besides this, the occurrences of Upper Gondwana formation 
are also noticed near Sriperumbudur and Satyavedu. These are composed mainly of white 
to pink clays, shales and feldspathic sandstones. 
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The chamockites of Madras, Mysore and Andhra Pradesh are amongst the 
strongest and most durable stones found anywhere in the world. The temples and the 
architectural monuments have been hewed out of solid chamockite. The rock paintings 
and petroglyphs drawings are confined mainly to the granite hills in peninsular India. 

Mineral occurrences of different origin have been recorded in all the rock 
formation found here. The chief minerals of Tamil Nadu are Lignite found interbedded 
with Cuddalore Sandstone and clays in Neyveli area, Iron ore deposits of Salem and 
Dharmapuri district, Limestone, both crystalline and sedimentary from Ramanathapuram, 
Tiruchirapalli and Tirunelveli District, Bauxite deposits from Shevroy hills and 
Magnesite at Chalk hills of Salem District and Graphite deposits from Sivaganga 
(Ramanathapuram). * 

General Survey of Flora & Fauna 

The general survey of the existence of the floral and faunal remains in Tamil 
Nadu helps us to study the animals in the ancient rock art. 

Floral diversity 

The Angiosperm diversity of India includes 17,672 species. Tamil Nadu ranks 1st 
among all the States in the Country with 5640 species, which includes 533 endemic 
species, 230 red-listed species, 1559 species of medicinal plants and 260 species of wild 
relatives of cultivated plant. The Gymnosperm diversity of the country is 64 species of 
which Tamil Nadu has 4 species of indigenous Gymnosperms and about 60 introduced 
species. The Pteridophytes diversity of India includes 1022 species of which Tamil Nadu 
has about . 184 species. Tamil Nadu wild plantt diversity also includes vast number of 

a 

Bryophytes, Likens, Fungi, Algae and Bacteria. 

Faunal diversity 

The faunal diversity of Tamil Nadu includes 165 species of fresh water Pisces, 76 
species of Amphibians, 177 species of reptiles, 454 species of birds and 187 species of 
mammals. According to the CAMP reports the red-listed species include 126 species of 
Pisces, 56 species of Amphibians, 77 species of reptiles, 32 species of birds and 40 
species of mammals. The endemic fauna includes 36 species of Amphibians, 63 species 
of reptiles, 17 species of birds and 24 species of mammals. Schedule 1 animals include 22 
species of mammals, 42 species of birds and 9 species of reptiles. Schedule II animals 
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include 13 species of mammals. Schedule III animals include 5 species of mammals. 
Schedule IV animals include 5 species of mammals, 367 species of birds, 109 species of 
reptiles and 23 species of Amphibians. Schedule V animals include 13 species of 
mammals and 1 species of birds.^ 

Of the cat family, the largest are the tigers; leopard or panthers and the stripped 
hyaena are almost extinct but are found occasionally in thick jungles even now. The 
fishing- cat, civet cat, palm-cat and the jungle-cat are common. Of the mongooses, the 
best known is the common mongoose. The dogs include the Indian wild dog; the deer, the 
wolf, the little Indian fox and the jackal are becoming extinct as they are good sport for 
hunting. The Rodents or gnawing animals represented by porcupines, hares, rats, mice 
and squirrels are very common. Elephants are predominant mammals in this region. The 
Denkanikota region in Hosur Taluk in district Dharmapuri and the Anaimalai hills in the 
District Coimbatore are largely populated by elephants. The Ruminants include the 
Sambar deer, spotted deer, rib-faced or barking deer, the little mouse-deer, the blue-bull, 
gazell or Chinkara, four homed antelope, Indian antelope or black-buck, Nilgiri wild 
goat, the gaur or bison, wild buffalo are common. 

Among the host of birds which inhabit the plains, the hills and the sea-shore, the 
important ones are, peacock, jungle-fowl, sand-grouse, quails, pigeons and doves, 
vultures, eagles, hawks, owls, parrot tribe, and perching birds The fishes and snakes are 
represented by scores of varieties. 

FLORA: 

CHENNARAYANAPALLI (Latitude: 12“ 57’ N Longitude: 78“ 54’E) located 3 km 
from Gudiyatham, in Vellore district, the painting^ are found in the eastern portion of a 
Hiir locally known as Sothaimalai. Some grass and plants are also noticed. The sun, stars 
and birds are the other important drawings found. In the northeastern comer a small tree 
and a damam is also drawn. The colour pigment used here are red and white. 

At MALLACHANDRAM (Latitude: 12“ 38’ N Longitude: 78“ 49’E) near Krishnagin 
the paintings are noticed on Dolmens (Megalithic burial type) Sorne graffiti marks such 
as tree in railing, a drum like figure, a Tulasi plant (Ocimum) on a pedestal are also 
noticed. White pigment is used as colouring agent. 
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ANTELOPE/ DEER: 

The Deer or Antelope is commonly noticed animal in the rock paintings. They are 
known as Black buck which has the scientific name Antilope cervicapra Linn, found 
mostly in the plains of India. They are very fast runner. The male black buck’s has horns 
while the female is usually hornless; usually roam in herds of 15 to 20 animals with one 
dominant male.^ 

A well-preserved painting of a female deer (without horns), standing near a fire 

and the flesh pierced with a long pole or spear being grilled in the fire is seen in the rock 

shelters of Ayyanar Malai SETTAVARAI (Latitude: 12“ 09’ 42’ N Longitude; 79® 15’ 

32’ E): It is about 15 Km west of Kilvalai near Vettavalam in Villupuram district where 

the paintings of deer, buffalo, wild bear, tiger, fish and geometrical designs are found in 

three rock shelters at the top of the hill in 

1 

an inaccessible area. 

The paintings of animals like 
Deer, cow and calf, wild boar, fish. Tiger 
and Rhinoceros like animal were painted 
‘on the rock at ALAMBADI (Latitude: 
12 “’ 16’ N Longitude; 79“ 17’ 54”E) 
Located about 18 Km from Thirukkoilur 
towards the North-western direction on the 
way to Villupuram. The paintings are located in a rock called Kuzhankal Parai’ or 
Vannathi Parai’ by the local people. This rock is situated about 2 km west of Alambadi 
village. A deer is shown standing behind the trees while another Deer is painted being 
hunted by a Tiger. Red ochre is used for colouring. 
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The paintings of Deer, Tiger, Horse and some geometrical designs are found at 
PADIYANDAL (Latitude: 11° 53’ 39” N Longitude: 79° 07’ 16” E), situated about 12 
Km form Thirukoilur near a place called Cholappandipuram, the paintings are found in a 
rock called Irullakal. The painting of a deer in red ochre was seen and they are not 
clearly visible. 


Horse Padiyandai 



The deer like black buck, four homed antelope, and animals like Porcupine, wild 
cats and wild hen are noteworthy at CIRUMALAI (Latitude: 10° 19’ 36” N Longitude: 
77° 33’ 46” E), the paintings are found in a cave in Cirumalai hills near Dindugul on the 
Pallapatti-Dindugul road about 31 Kms. The cave situated here is locally called as 
Aruvimalai, where the waterfall flows down. 
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TIRUMALAI (Latitude: 10“ 1 T N Longitude: 77° 27’ E) a small hamlet 

situated about 21 km, west of Sivaganga taluk of Sivaganga district. The paintings are 
noticed on a granite hill in the north of the hamlet in the rock shelters. They are found in 
four places in this shelter. Painting of a small deer seen encircled by three men is an 
interesting one. From this it can be inferred that the deer was often hunted animal by man 
in the past. The painted surface is about 40 feet (12 metres) long and 20 feet wide. A deer 
with straight horns is depicted in while ochre. 



KARIKKIYUR, (Latitude: 10° 11 ’ N Longitude: 77° 27’ E)' about ’40’km from 
Kothagiri in the Nilgiris has a beautiful painting depicts a big herd of grazing deer. 







ANDIPATTI, (Latitude: 10° 06’ N Longitude: 77° Sl’E), near Madurai district. 
The paintings are found in the hill called Sittermalai. The painting of a man on horse 
back and paintings of a deer are noteworthy. 

KIDARIPPATTI (Latitude: 10° 03’ N Longitude: 78° 17’E), situated about 19 
Ian near Alagarrmalai, a depiction of Antelope with its horn full figure of elephant, 
Trisulam, small insects and a horse seen in red ochre. 

KOVANUR Located in Perianaickenpalayam taluk, 30 km northwest of 
Coimbatore. The paintings are found on a hill which is an extension of the Nilgiris 
mountain, have been done on a rock surface, about 40-foot-long and 15-foot-tall at a 
height of250 ft from the ground. There are about 60 paintings found, they portray the 
hunting of an elephant and a herd of deer, and images of a tiger, herds of bison, a monitor 
lizard & hunters with bows and arrows."* 

GOAT/ SHEEP 

The domestic goats are one of the oldest domesticated species^ The Nilgiri 
Tahr {Nilgiritragus hylocrius) the goat variety found in the Nilagiri hills and they are 
native. This type of goat is locally called as Varaiaadu’. These are usually found in the 
hilly region and were tamed by the tribes called Kurumbas. A huge Nilgiri Tahr goat is 
positioned sideways. The painting is represented as line drawing with red ochre. This 
rock art is found at a place called Nayanur( Latitude; 12® 0’ 24” N Longitude: 79 12 26 
E). It is a small village situated about 7 km from Thirukoilur on the way to Vettavalam. The 
painting is noticed on a large rock surface. There are many megalithic burial types of 
Dolmens and Menhir noticed at Nayanur and anothej- nearby village, Devanur. 

HORSE: . 

Scientific name; Equus Caballus Linn.° Horses are used as working animals, also kept for 
leisure and sporting pursuits. MALLAPADI (Latitude; 12° 31’ 34” N Longitude: 78 22 
36” E ) is situated on the Krishnagiri-Bargur highway about 12 km from Krishnagiri m 
Dharmapuri district. The painting of a man seated on a horse with upraised arm holding a 
spear, was in good preservation. There are some more paintings of animals, one of the 
paintings depict an elephant. Another fighting scene between two horse riders with poles 
in their hands was on the low ceiling of the rock shelter. The paintings painted in white 
Kaolin. The clear picture of horse shows the domestication of the horses. 
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MAHARAJAKADAI (Latitude: 12° 37’ 26” N Longitude: 78® 15’ 16” E) is 
situated near Krishnagiri about 12 km in Dharmapuri district. The paintings are found on 
the slabs of four dolmens. ( a typological terminology for a Megalithic burial). 

The figures of a Bird, an Archer, a man riding on a horse and a man holding a raised pole 
were found on the dolmens. White colour was used as a medium of painting. 



SIGUR ( Latitude: 11® 34’ 12” N Longitude: 76® 38’ 31” E), the paintings are 
located near Masinagudi, in a high up in the Sigur hills. The stylized human figures on 
horseback and the imperfect representation of dogs and asses are noteworthy. It appears 
to be a hunting expedition. 

RILVALAI ( Latitude: 12® 21’ 48’ N Longitude: 79® 20’ 28’ E) is a hamlet 23 
Km. from Villupuram on the road to Tiruvannamalai. The picture depicts three persons 
postured side by side, one seated on a horse, another holding its bridle and the third men 
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standing with outstretched hands, in a way of welcoming the horsemen. The figure 
depicting men riding on horse clearly suggest the domestication of animals and the 
settled way of life by early men. Only the red ochre colour was used throughout. 



KARUNGALAKUDI (Latitude: 10“ 08’ N Longitude: 78° 22’E) situated near 
Melur, a horse is painted in a running posture and a bull is also shown fully filled with 
red ochre. 

CHANDRAPURAM (Latitude: 12° 28’ N Longitude: 78° 18’E), about 1-2 km 

t 

from Tiruppathur in Vellore district, rock paintings are located at Chandrapuram in a 
cavern known as Kalyanagugai. The paintings of horse rider, a few horses, some human 
beings are some of the decorations that are important. Four horses are depicted as if they 
are running. A horse rider is seen holding the bridle of the horse, while the wavy lines 
might be the representation of a river; near this figure two figures are found with three 
towers like paintings. 

ELEPHANT; 

Scientific name: Elephas maximus indicus Cuvier. It is a celebrated animal in the Indian 
sub-continent. Today elephants are primarily found in the Western Ghants, the north east 
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and the Trans- Himalayan zones in India. 

At MALLAPADI one of the paintings depicts an elephant. 
VETTAIKKARANMALAI (Latitude:! 1° 3’ N Longitude: 76’ 48’ E) is a hill situated 
near a village called Vellurkkanpalayam about 25 miles from Coimbatore city. The 
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paintings are found at about 2500-meter height in a natural cavern. The paintings of 
animals like Elephant, Deer, and Horse are found here, one man is shown on an 
elephant’s back while another is seated on a horse with a spear in his hand. The spear is 
show in a throwing posture, might be the depiction of a fight between two tribes or a 
hunting scene. 



KUMITIPPATHI (Latitude; 10° 50’ NLongitude: 76° 53’.E) about 12 km 

% 

from Coimbatore town towards west of Pathinmalai, rock cavern. A man is seated on an 
elephant with a weapon in his hand. The elephant is shown with its tusk; another man is 
standing nearby; a painting of a man carrying two poles on his shoulder is interesting. 

The colour of the painting is in white pigment. 

Generally the paintings found in the Western ghats have the depiction of 
Elephants, which were frequently noticed even in the early period. These paintings are 
near the Vettaikkaranmalai paintings, and same kind of scenes were painted proves the 
fact that the authors of the Kumittippathi might be the same people who have painted the 
figures at Vettaikkaranmalai. 

MAVADAIPPU ( Latitude: 10^ 50’ N Longitude: 76^ 53’ E ) A natural 

cavern where a profusion of ancient rock art, contemporary tribal paintings & modern- 
day graffiti discovered at Mavadaippu, Coimbatore. The paintings have been done on a 
rock surface that is 40 feet long and 20 feet tall, they include a tiger with its mouth wide 
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open, a deer with straight horns, a porcupine, a wild boar, a peacock and elephants. 
Below this are also men in marching form but not within a circle. An elephant is shown 
in a position of seizing a man with its trunk with another man running after the 
elephant,etc. 



BUFFALO; 

Scientific name: Bos indicus Linn, the humped cattle of India are well adapted to tropical 
environments*. The outlines in some of the paintings had been done with red colour and 
the inner part filled with white pigments. In portraying buffaloes and animdls, only red 
ochre was used. The front facial part of the buffalo is totally filled with red colour, while 
rear portion of the body showed strokes. A front half of a buffalo is drawn in thick ochre 
and the back body portion is shown with bones and other inner organs found at 
SETTAVARAI paintings. 





KAMAYAGOUNDANPATTI (Latitude: 9° 44’ N Longitude: 77° 19’E). It is situated 
near Suruli hills in Kambam valley, the hill is known as Sangilikkaradu, The paintings 
are clearly visible, thickly painted head of a bison is seen on the rock. 
VELLERIKOMBAI (Latitude: 11° 21’ N Longitude: 76° 54’E) it is about 20 km from 
Kotagiri in Nilagiri District. The painting of in red ochre 
FISH 

ALANGAYAM (Latitude: 12° 33’ N Longitude: 78° 45’E) in Vellore district, the 

paintings are in white pigment and the important painting is the X ray type of fish 
drawing. The big Fish seen at SETTAVARAI painting is also another depiction of the 
fish in the rock art. 



DISCUSSION: 


Depiction of animals is undoubtedly, a reference to the prevailing environment 
and their interaction with nature. The paintings of wild animals in the rock art indicate the 
status of forest environment that existed th^ni * The presence of cows, deers and other 
herbivorous animals indicate that they might have been domesticated for their daily need. 
Depiction of deer species in front of fire in the rock paintings, of Settavarai could be a 
reference for ritual purpose or symbolic representation of eating cooked flesh. 

While consolidating the pictures and figures that are painted in the surveyed rocky 
areas, the paintings range from three inches miniature of animal figures to very huge life 
size paintings of deer, buffaloes and human beings. Animals were the most frequent 
subject matter of paintings, next comes the humans and then the symbols; Indian bison, 
buffaloes, antelope, deer, elephants, wild boar and horse were the frequently drawn 
animal figures. 
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Wild Boar, Alatnbadi 
The paintings of human being are shown singly or in groups. Dancing, fighting 
and hunting scenes were often drawn. The symbols like cross, sun, circle, swastika, fence 
like, hut like, human palms, wavy lines were commonly noticed symbols. It is clear that 
dance had a central role in the communal life of those people. It was encircled around the 
fear against the wild animals, rituals and conveys communal co-operation. Dancing could 
have served as a means of inducing disciplined common effort in capturing large animals. 
The later paintings of settled life showed the conflict between two different groups of 
man as noticed at Mallapadi and Vettaikaranmalai. The Neolithic paintings at Settavarai, 
Alambadi and K.ollur show skins of animals left drying which indicate that the man had 
acquired the art of tanning skins for clothing and shelter. At Alambadi the painting of 
men wearing masks of birds or animals or human beings, might have established a link 
with the influence of ritualistic belief. Even today masked dances are an integral part of 
Indian culture in rustic & tribal living. 

Conclusion: The study of flora and fauna from^the rock art leads us to assess the 
environment condition of Tamil Nadu in the Pre-historic period. The depiction of floral 
species is absent in the rock art of Tamil Nadu. Deer is the most preferred animal 
represented in the rock art of this region. Besides this^ bull^goat^bison, ca^wolf etc., are 
also found depicted in the rock art. The animals are shown being hunted in herds in the 
rock paintings. Indian elephant, buffalo, bull/deer and goat found in the rock art are some 
of the animals existing even today. 

' Sridhar T.S". ed. Rock art of Tamil Nadu, TNSDA, Chennai, 2005, p 15 

^ http://www.forests.tn.nic.in/ , - r-u ' 

\Nanditha Krishna , Sacred Animals of India, C.P.R. Environmental Education Centre, Chennai, 

2008,p.44 








14 






^ Prof.G.Chandrasekaran, retd Principal of the Government College of Fine Arts, Chennai and 
K.T.Gandhirajan, Art Historian discovered it 
Mbid,p. 136 



